Oncologist-patient discussion of adjuvant hormonal therapy in breast cancer: results of a linguistic study focusing on adherence and persistence to therapy.
Although studies have proven the benefit of 5+ years of adjuvant hormonal therapy (AHT) for breast cancer, data show adherence and persistence with therapy are suboptimal. This observational linguistic study analyzed communication between breast cancer patients and their oncologists to determine how adherence was addressed and to identify areas where communication could be improved. Community-based oncologists were recruited by letter to participate. Researchers visited oncologists (n = 14) to record patient-oncologist interactions and conduct separate post-visit interviews. Comprehensive linguistic analyses of visits between 28 postmenopausal, early-stage breast cancer patients on or initiating hormonal therapy and their oncologists were conducted to determine the nature of discussions of adherence and persistence to therapy. Oncologist-patient discussions about AHT were generally good but did not address potential difficulties of remaining adherent with long-term therapy. Discussions of persistence were usually monologues addressing the current state of "study data" and were not linked to the patient, the importance of persistence, or how the study data related to her situation. Because the patient's cancer was framed as being "in the past," discussions resembled those of chronic management in preventive medicine. This more ad-hoc approach to adherence and persistence is a potential stumbling block for motivating patients to stay on hormonal therapy. Additionally, the oncologists participating in this study recognized that adherence to therapy is a problem but did not feel "their patients" fell into this pattern. In this office-based evaluation, minimal nurse interactions were observed, which increases the importance of oncologist-patient communication. The authors recommend that oncologists leverage the existing good communication with their patients by increasing the amount and quality of discussions around the importance of adherence and persistence to AHT.